Venomous Snakes
in Pennsylvania

The first question most people ask when they see a snake is “Is that
snake poisonous?” Technically, no snake is poisonous. A plant or animal that
is poisonous is toxic when eaten or absorbed through the skin. A snake’s
venom is injected, so snakes are classified as venomous or nonvenomous.

In Pennsylvania, we have only three species of
Nostril
venomous snakes. They all belong to the pit viper
family. A snake that is a pit viper has a deep pit on
each side of its head that it uses to detect the warmth
of nearby prey. This helps the snake locate food,
especially when hunting in the darkness of night. These Pit
pits can be seen between the eyes and nostrils.
Pennsylvania Snakes

Checklist

A complete list of Pennsylvania’s
21 species of snakes.
 Copperhead (venomous)
 Eastern Garter Snake
 Eastern Hognose Snake
 Eastern Massasauga (venomous)
 Eastern Milk Snake
 Eastern Rat Snake
 Eastern Ribbon Snake
 Eastern Smooth Earth Snake
 Eastern Worm Snake
 Kirtland’s Snake
 Mountain Earth Snake
 Northern Black Racer
 Northern Brown Snake
 Northern Redbelly Snake
 Northern Ringneck Snake
 Northern Water Snake
 Queen Snake
 Rough Green Snake
 Shorthead Garter Snake
 Smooth Green Snake
 Timber Rattlesnake (venomous)
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In Pennsylvania,
all of our venomous
snakes have slit-like
pupils that are
similar to a cat’s eye.
Venomous
Nonvenomous snakes
have round pupils, like a human eye.
Venomous

Nonvenomous

Nonvenomous

If you find a shedded snake
skin, look at the scales on the
underside. If they are in a single
row all the way to the tip of its
tail, it came from a venomous snake.
If the scales split into a double row
at the tail, the shedded skin is from a
nonvenomous snake.

Venomous snakes store their
venom in a sac on each side of
their head. This gives their head
a triangular shape. However, some
nonvenomous snakes can also
flatten their heads, so using head
shape alone is not the best way to
identify a venomous snake.
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The three species of venomous snakes in Pennsylvania are the timber rattlesnake, eastern
massasauga and copperhead. Reports of venomous snakebites are rare in Pennsylvania.
All three species are usually not aggressive and like to avoid humans by moving away or
keeping still until the person is gone. Never try to catch or handle a venomous snake.

Timber Rattlesnake

The timber rattlesnake has two different color phases:
black and yellow. Both color phases have dark
bands on their backs, a head with no markings
and a dark tail. Their scales are deeply keeled.
Rattlesnakes add a new “rattle” to their
tail each time they shed their skin. These
rattles are loosely attached and can break off.
The timber rattlesnake does not always rattle its tail before
Timber Rattlesnake
striking, especially when striking out of fear or defense.
Timber rattlesnakes like wooded hillsides with rocky outcrops. Timber rattlesnakes are
a candidate species in Pennsylvania. This means that they are in danger of becoming a
threatened species. Threatened species are in danger of becoming endangered. Endangered
species are in danger of becoming extinct.

Eastern Massasauga

The eastern massasauga is a Pennsylvania endangered
species and is the smallest of the Commonwealth’s venomous
snakes, averaging less than two feet in length. It is found in
only a handful of locations within the western portion of the
state. This snake lives only in wetland areas with dry fields or
meadows next to it.
The eastern massasauga has a row of dark blotches running
down the middle of its back with rows of smaller blotches along
each side. Their scales
Eastern Massasauga
are deeply keeled and
the rattle is somewhat small.

Copperhead

Copperhead

The copperhead is the most common venomous
snake in Pennsylvania.
It is tan or light brown, often with a tinge of pink.
It has dark or reddish brown blotches on its back that
are more narrow in the middle—like an hourglass.
There are often small, dark spots in between the
blotches. Its head is a copper color with no markings.
The scales are weakly keeled.
The copperhead is found in a variety of habitats.
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For more information on snakes or snake publications,
visit our website at www.fishandboat.com
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